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Quality of life in the workplace: spirituality, meaning and purpose 
Abstract 
This paper reports on research which aimed to investigate relationships between meaning and purpose 
in life and workplace expectations. It provides an overview of the methodology and outcomes of a 
survey conducted at a regional university.  Survey methods included the distribution of two valid and 
reliable instruments to all employees of that university with data analysed using SPSS procedures.  
 
Analysis of the Spiritual Health and Life-Orientation Measure (SHALOM), developed by the principal 
researcher, and a purpose-designed questionnaire pertaining to meaning and purpose in the workplace, 
provided interesting findings.  Overall, participants classified as administrators, professionals, service 
workers or labourers reported that they feel good about themselves and their relationships with others 
and the environment.  The relationship with a god-type figure was of lesser importance for the spiritual 
well-being of the majority of participants.  The participants do not expect the workplace to provide a 
major role in their spiritual well-being.  They also reported significantly high levels of feelings of 
turbulence at work, and trends toward high anxiety and discomfort with autocratic managerial practices 
characterised by a focus on profits over people.  The female staff described the workplace as more 
friendly, warm and caring than the males.  The females also reported greater work satisfaction and were 
less depressed in doing their job than the males. 
 
Interpretation of these results indicates that a somewhat anxious and turbulent work place environment 
prevails.  The personal impact of this unrest appears to be mediated by the support of families and 
friends of employees.  The notion that workplace feelings which are negative (eg., anxiety) emanate 
from administrative practices, while those which are positive are a function of collegial behaviours, 
merits further exploration.  
 
Introduction 
In the distant past, the workplace was depicted as a place distinct from the home where the goals of task 
accomplishment were paramount.  Over time, the concept of workplace has expanded to encompass 
various geographical and psychological milieux.  Due perhaps to an upsurge of competitive forces, 
increased demands for accountability, an increase in working responsibilities, and the perceived 
economic value of a multi-skilled workforce, in recent years the workplace represents to many a venue 
through which self actualisation may be effected.  More recently, in accordance with such employee 
expectations, the role of spirituality at work has been emphasised, especially the obligations of leaders 
and managers to view spiritual matters as integral components of their holistic duty of care to 
employees.  
 
While workplace considerations of spirituality are increasingly addressed in the organisational 
management literature (Bennis, 1999; Bolman & Deal, 1995; Drucker, 1992; Kernberg, 1998; Mitroff 
& Denton, 1999), investigations of spirituality and ‘soul’ are also emerging in the literature specifically 
related to higher education  (Gaff & Simpson, 1994; Green, 1998; Hoff, 1999; Ling & Ling, 1994). 
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In order to provide workplace leadership effectively in the new millennium, regard for the spiritual 
well-being of employees would appear to be an essential component of the managerial repertoire 
(Lobel, Googins, & Bankert, 1999; Morgan, 1997; Nyhan, 2000).  It therefore follows that the present 
state of spiritual well-being in the workplace must be investigated and documented (Adams, 1998; 
Briskin, 1996; Coady, 2000).  This paper reports on such an investigation in an academic setting in 
Victoria.  
 
Background and Method  
 
As an outcome of his research of spirituality, Fisher (1999a) focuses on the gaining and/or maintenance 
of meaning and purpose in life in his description of spiritual well-being. Four sets of relationships 
shown to be important for spiritual well-being have been operationalised in the Spiritual Health And 
Life-Orientation Measure (SHALOM) developed by Fisher (1999b).  SHALOM has been employed 
with secondary school students and staff, nurses, family members and university students, and, in the 
case of the study with which this paper is concerned, with university staff.  Accordingly, SHALOM has 
proven reliability and validity and is the instrument of choice when spiritual well-being is under 
investigation.  
 
Two instruments were employed to examine the spiritual well-being of the employees in a regional 
multi-sectoral university in Victoria: SHALOM (Fisher, 1999b) and modified sections from a purpose-
designed questionnaire suggested by current literature (Mitroff & Denton, 1999).  It was hypothesised 
that participants would report an expectation that the workplace would enhance relationships with self 
and others, and to some extent with the environment.  On the other hand, since the survey took place in 
a secular institution, it was not anticipated that respondents would report an expectation that the 
workplace should enhance relationships with God or a higher being.     
 
The entire population of the university, nearly 800 employees, was sent a confidential survey form and 
a return envelope by internal mail.  Completed forms were returned to the principal researcher within a 
two week time period.  Demographic data pertaining to gender, educational background, age and self-





A response rate of 21% (n=165) was achieved, with 23% of the female (n=108) and 15% of the male 
staff (n=57) responding.  This rate equates with that of a separate survey on equity which was 
distributed to this university’s staff in the fortnight prior to this investigation, implying that the interest 




Factor analysis showed that the four factors of SHALOM were valid for this sample with alpha values 
ranging from .763 to .904 and item-total correlation values being >0.58 for all items in each factor 
(Hair et al., 1984). 
 
Results in Table 1 show that the scores for the perceived ideals for spiritual well-being in each of the 
four domains were significantly higher than that for the lived experience, which exceeded that for 
perceptions of help needed from the workplace. 
 
Table 1 Mean values for three categories of the four domains of spiritual well-being 
                                                   domains of spiritual well-being 
category personal communal environmental transcendental 
ideals 4.56 4.54 4.07 2.95 
lived experience 3.92 4.02 3.76 2.53 
help needed 3.26 3.32 2.44 1.54 
 
These findings were consistent across each of the four job classifications, namely management/ 
administration, professional/associate, clerical/sales/service, labourer.  Female staff were more 
idealistic than the males in communal well-being (t(140)=3.29, p=.001) and they scored higher than 
their male counterparts for the lived experience for the communal (t(142)=2.13, p=.036) and 
transcendental (t(141)=1.99, p=.049) well-being.  Studies using other spiritual health measures have 
found no significant difference by gender (Baider et al., 1999; Holland et al., 1998).  An advantage of 
SHALOM over other spiritual health measures is that it can be used to compare people’s stated ideals 
with their lived experience to assess the spiritual harmony <-> distress in each of four domains.  For 
example, ANOVA results showed that the administrators showed less spiritual harmony than other staff 
in personal well-being (F(3,138)=2.72, p=.047). 
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The hypothesis was confirmed in that moderate-high levels of well-being were experienced in the 
personal, communal and environmental domains but lower levels in the transcendental domain of 
spiritual well-being.  The staff expect a reasonable level of help in nurturing relationships in the 
personal and communal domains but not the environmental, except for the labourers for whom it is 
important.  In general, the staff in this secular university do not expect help from the workplace for 
nurturing the transcendent domain of spiritual well-being.  About 13% of the staff reported attending 
church at least once a month, presumably to enhance this aspect of their quality of life.  This figure is 
lower than the 20% national average reported by Hughes (2000). 
 
The staff showed that spirituality was much more important than religion in their lives (t(160)=13.37, 
p=.000) supporting the argument that spirituality does not equate with religion, but can include it (eg, 
Tloczynski et al., 1997). 
 
Spiritual helps 
Of the 16 activities listed on the questionnaire, the following were perceived by the staff to build up 
their spiritual well-being (see Table 2).  The scores ranged from 1 to 5 on a Likert scale. 
Table 2 Activities enhancing spiritual well-being, by gender 
 Female   Male 
mean activity  mean activity 
4.17 family  3.82 family 
4.14 being happy  3.76 being happy 
3.95 nature  3.69 nature 
3.92 time-out  3.59 time-out 
3.92 friends  3.59 walks 
3.83 walks  3.50 helping others 
3.72 helping others  3.45 friends 
3.68 self-improvement  3.31 music 
3.63 music  3.18 self-improvement 
 
The female staff, especially the professionals, considered friends and self-improvement enhanced their 
spiritual well-being to a greater extent than the males.  Being happy was considered of greater 
importance to female administration/managers than to their male colleagues for spiritual well-being.  
Although religious factors were considered of low importance for the enhancement of spiritual well-
being of staff in this secular university, the professional and clerical staff rated these factors (prayer, 
meditation and church) more highly than the administration for their spiritual well-being. 
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Meaning and purpose in the workplace 
When asked to indicate the three reasons that provide most meaning and purpose in their jobs, the staff 
indicated that reaching their potential (54%), giving service to others (42%), doing interesting work 
(39%), working for an ethical organisation (32%) and having good co-workers (31%) were most 
important.  At 13%, making money and doing new things were rated lowest. 
Work contributes to general meaning for most of the university staff (3.57 on a scale from 1-5) but the 
male administrators were not as positive about this as the females.  The male administrators also 
expressed higher level of depression in the job than their female colleagues.  The female staff, 
especially the professionals, expressed greater work satisfaction than the males and opportunity to 
express soul and spiritual satisfaction at work.   
 
Describing the workplace 
In describing their workplace on scales from 1-5, the workplace was perceived to be worldly (3.94) as 
opposed to spiritual, profit first (3.60) as opposed to people first, turbulent (3.58), high anxiety (3.55, 
with the professionals scoring significantly higher than the administration and clerical staff), friendly 
(3.53, higher for females than males), tolerant of minorities (3.37) and autocratic (3.36).  The female 
staff were more positive than the males about the workplace being happy, warm and friendly, and 
slightly more caring.   
 
Discussion and conclusion   
It is clear that employees in this study of an academic organisation do expect that personal meaning and 
purpose in life will be supported and/or enhanced by their daily experiences at work. At the same time, 
consistent with current literature, they report feelings of turbulence in the workplace.  Trends toward 
high anxiety and discomfort with autocratic managerial practices characterised by a focus on profits 
over people were also evident.  
 
The researchers postulate that these trends may be even more pronounced than demonstrated as the 
relatively low response rate could be interpreted as indication of long term disillusionment.  That is, it 
is believed that the perception of some employees that participation in such surveys is not likely to 
make a difference in the workplace culture is likely to have affected the participation rate. In fact 
Coady (2000) claims that many in academia have a feeling of dread that their jobs will be lost and that 
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the traditional academic culture of interaction, discourse, and collegiality is at peril.  Similarly,  
Wolverton, Gmmelch, Wolverton, & Sarros  (1999, 179) maintain that ‘excessive stress remains a 
disease endemic to higher education.’ 
 
The findings related to gender differences also warrant deliberation.  The female staff described the 
workplace as more friendly, warm and happy than their male colleagues and reported greater work 
satisfaction and less depression.  Although there is insufficient information in this small study to 
generalise to the total population, it is interesting in that it disaffirms the conclusion of a study by 
Gardiner and Tiggeman (1999, 313) that ‘women and men in male dominated industries did not differ 
in interpersonal orientation.’  This finding could also be viewed as contradictory to much of the 
literature which describes the obstructive ‘glass ceiling’ in the workplace which precludes the 
advancement of women in a culture dominated by male values (Ward, 1998; Wicks, 1999).  On the 
other hand, the findings could be seen as confirmation of gender stereotypes which label women as 
more openly communicative and inter-relational than men (Abrams & Hogg, 1999).  
  
In agreement with the work of Mitroff & Denton (1999, 31), this report is considered to be a 
‘systematic beginning, not a final, definitive product.’  At the least, however, study results demonstrate 
that a somewhat anxious and turbulent workplace environment prevails within the study context.  While 
the personal impact of this unrest appears to be mediated by the support of families and friends of 
employees, other notions appear to merit further investigation.  These include the premise that negative 
workplace feelings emanate from administrative practices while positive feelings are a function of 
collegial behaviours and factors external to the workplace.  
 
Academic leaders would be wise to heed the advice of Nixon, Beattie, Challis, & Walker (1998, 5) who 
suggest that they should ‘forge mutually supportive relationships against the horizontal grain of 
institutional hierarchies.’  Genuine transformational leaders, according to Bass (cited in Bass & 
Steidlmeier, 1999), must support the needs of employees for achievement and self-actualisation.  At the 
very least, further examination of the issues raised by this study has the potential to improve 
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